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Introduction and background 

The Chinese People’s Republic was founded on 1 s, October 1949. Although there are various other 
small parties present in Parliament, the constitution gives the Communist Party a monopoly of 
legislative, legal, executive and military power. The constitution theoretically grants freedom of 
religion, but the consequence of the absolute power of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 
means that it requires the religions to conform to its policies. There are no laws governing religious 
activity, which is controlled instead via decrees and regulations, the most recent version of which 
dates back to 2005. These outline the characteristic manner in which the CCP governs the 
religions: 1). only five religions are officially recognised, namely Buddhism, Taoism, Islam, 
Protestant and Catholic Christianity. Other religions, including Judaism and Orthodox Christianity, 
are regarded as illegal. 2). The right to religious expression does not belong to the individual, but is 
bestowed by the state and may be expressed only by registered personnel, in places registered by 
the State Administration for Religious Affairs (SARA). Any kind of religious expression outside of 
these restrictions is regarded as criminal. In practice, every religious group in China has its ‘official’ 
and its ‘unofficial’ side. 3). The government arrogates to itself the right to control the relations 
between the faithful of a given religion inside China and those outside the country and at the same 
time requires them to adhere to the principles of ‘self-determination’ and ‘independence’ vis-a-vis 
the international religious authorities of the religion, for example the Dalai Lama for the Tibetan 
Buddhists, and the Pope for the Catholics. 

In order to ensure that the various religions adhere to the policies of the CCP (on behalf of the 
people), every official religious group is governed by a ‘patriotic association’. In theory, 
membership of the patriotic association is voluntary, but in practice anyone who refuses 
membership is regarded as illegal. 

Religious activities (worship, education, charitable and social work) are permitted within the 
framework of the registered structures; however, all publications have to be approved by the SARA 
and may not be diffused outside the officially sanctioned premises. The television and radio outlets 













- which are all controlled by the state -only show the formal ceremonial greetings of the religious 
leaders on festive occasions (e.g. National Day on 1 st October and the Chinese New Year). 

Catholics 

For the Catholic community in China, the period from under review was marked by arrests, 
detentions, the destruction of churches, bans on religious activities, and illicit episcopal 
consecrations (by the Chinese government). The election of Pope Francis and - almost at the 
same time - the coming to power of President Xi Jinping, who is regarded as a moderate, led to 
hopes of a change in the climate for religious freedom. There were expressions of approval with 
regard to Pope Francis and the new Vatican Secretary of State, even from government figures. But 
in practice the situation has remained all but unchanged. 

Arrests and detentions 

At the beginning of 2013, with the announcement of the abolition of the laojiao (‘reform through 
work’ - a series of forced labour camps and political ‘re education’ sessions) and the reform of the 
penal code, under which the police can no longer imprison a person for more than six months 
without charge, many Catholics began to hope that their bishops and priests, who had been 
imprisoned without any charges, might be set free. Among these men are ‘Underground’ Bishop 
Su Zhimin, aged 80, who disappeared into police custody 15 years ago, Bishop Cosmas Shi 
Enxiang, aged 90, the ‘Underground’ bishop of Yixian, who has been held without trial since 2001, 
Father Joseph Lu Genjun, the vicar general of the ‘Underground’ diocese of Baoding (Hebei 
province), who has been in police custody since 17 th February 2006, and dozens of other priests of 
the unofficial Catholic communities. To date, however, there has been no news whatsoever of their 
fate. 

Churches destroyed 

On 14 th September 2012 the small church in the village of Caibang (near to Xiantao in Hubei 
province) was burned down. According to the local Catholics, it was set on fire deliberately. This 
little chapel had been built in 1993 on the very spot where the previous church had stood, which 
had also been demolished in 1954, during the Maoist era. According to some of the faithful, the 
church was burned down in a bid to get hold of the land, and the government has shown no 
interest in seeking out the perpetrators. 1 

Interference by the authorities 

The government in Wuhan has interfered in a heavy-handed manner in the life of the Church in 
Hubei, blocking the appointment of new parish priests and suspending from office Fr Shen Guoan, 
the administrator of the diocese. It was at the end of November 2012 when Fr Shen Guoan had 
announced the transfers. Just a few days later, representatives of the SARA informed him that the 
transfers were illegal, and on 13 th December Fr Shen Guoan himself was dismissed from his post. 
In his place the ministry established a committee for the organisation of the church. In 2011 the 
government had designated Fr Shen Guoan as the Bishop of Wuhan, but without the permission of 
the Holy See. The local priests and Fr Shen himself had refused to agree to the illicit ordination. It 
is possible that his deliberate dismissal was an act of revenge by the patriotic association. 
Meanwhile, the government has appointed another priest, Fr Cui Oingqi, as head of the committee, 
perhaps with the intention of making him bishop. 2 

On 24 th May 2013, the feast of Our Lady of Sheshan, the government once again imposed a ban 
on all Catholics from other dioceses 3 - with the exception of that of Shanghai - from taking part in 
the annual pilgrimage to the shrine. This ban has been imposed ever since 2008, when Pope 


1 www.asianews.it/news-en/Hubei, -a-church-burned.-Catholics-call-for-justice-25851 .html 

2 www.asianews.it/news-enAA/uhan-Government-gravely-interferes-in-fate-of-priests-and-future-bishop-26688.html 

3 www.asianews.it/news-en/Bishop-Ma-Daqin-and-Chinese-Catholics-pray-for-the-unity-of-the-Church-in-China-28012.html 



Benedict XVI proclaimed 24 th May as a world day of prayer for the Church in China. On 26 th May 
2013 the police surrounded the village of Donglu, which is renowned among Catholics for an 
apparition of Our Lady early in the 20th century. The intention was to prevent pilgrims gathering at 
the shrine in a pilgrimage in honour of the Virgin Mary. 

From 7 th to 28 th October 2012 the Vatican held the synod on the new evangelisation. Pope 
Benedict XVI had invited Bishop Lucas Li Jinfeng, of Fengxiangand Bishop Aloysius Jin Luxian of 
Shanghai to attend. However, the Chinese government refused them permission to leave the 
country. The bishop of Fengxiang is the only Chinese bishop who does not belong to the patriotic 
association who is nonetheless recognised by the government. 

Episcopal ordinations 

Immediately after his ordination as bishop in Shanghai’s Catholic Cathedral on 7 th July 2012, 
Thaddeus Ma Daqin was arrested and placed under police surveillance. There had been 
disagreement between the Vatican, who appointed him Auxiliary Bishop of Shanghai, and the 
government, which appointed him Auxiliary Bishop of Shanghai and also named him the diocese’s 
coadjutor bishop. But the authorities only acted against the bishop on the day of his episcopal 
ordination when he announced that he was quitting the Chinese Catholic Patriotic Association. He 
quoted Pope Benedict XVI who said the CPA’s principles were “irreconcilable with Catholic 
doctrine”. According to Church sources, during the ordination ceremony he avoided the imposition 
of hands and the sharing of the communion chalice with Bishop Zhan Silu of Mindong, the illicitly 
ordained bishop excommunicated by the Holy See. Just hours after the ceremony, Bishop Ma was 
placed under house arrest in the diocesan seminary. The Chinese authorities have banned him 
from concelebrating Mass with other priests. 

On 12 th October 2012 The Council of Chinese Bishops and the patriotic association deposed 
Bishop Thaddeus Ma Daqin from his office as coadjutor bishop of Shanghai, and relieved him of all 
other episcopal duties too. The Vatican described this action as ‘tyrannical’ and as an abuse of 
authority, given that the Pope alone ‘has the power to appoint or revoke a bishop’. 

On 6 th July 2012 Fr Joseph Yue Fusheng was ‘ordained’ Bishop of Harbin without Papal authority. 
The Vatican had issued an official warning regarding this. At least two other official bishops, who 
had been summoned by the Party to participate in the illicit ordination in Harbin, refused to do so 
and found a way of absenting themselves. On 10 th July an official note from the Holy See on the 
illicit ordination of Yue Fusheng announced that the Vatican ‘does not recognise him as bishop of 
the apostolic administration of Harbin...’ 

Death of prominent Bishop 

Bishop Joseph Fan Zhongliang, a Bishop of Shanghai who spent decades under arrest for his 
faith, died on 16 th March 2014 at the age of 97. The Cardinal Kung Foundation said that the bishop 
died ‘surrounded by some of his faithful parishioners’. ‘He died at his home still under house arrest, 
a sentence that entailed strict surveillance by the government for most of the last two decades,’ 
said the foundation dedicated to supporting the Church in China. St John Paul II named Bishop 
Fan as the legitimate Bishop of Shanghai in March 2000, upon the death of Cardinal Kung. 
However, Chinese officials placed him under arrest immediately. He spent the rest of his life as a 
prisoner, and the government never recognised him as bishop. 4 

Protestants 

For several years now there has been an ongoing campaign to eliminate the unofficial Protestant 
communities or else make them integrate with the official communities, which are viewed by the 
ordinary faithful as too politically compromised with the ruling power. 


4 http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/underground-chinese-bishop-in-shanghai-dies-at-97/ 




PEW Research estimates that there are currently approximately 58 million Protestant Christians in 
China (2010). Of these, the majority are ‘unofficial’ and are not registered with government- 
approved churches. Fenggang Yang, a professor of sociology at Purdue University, estimates that 
this population is likely to swell to 160 million by 2025, giving China the world’s largest Protestant 
Christian community. Yang went on to say that China's total Christian population, including 
Catholics, would be over 247 million by 2030 and will thus become the largest Christian 
congregation in the world. 

According to the US-based China Aid Association (CAA), persecution of Christians in China 
continues to grow, with house and urban churches being some of the main targets. CAA’s annual 
report concluded that persecution ‘significantly worsened’ from 2012 to 2013. The non-profit 
organisation reported similar results in 2012, noting that there was an upsurge in government 
persecution for the seventh consecutive year.CAA said that it documented 143 cases in 2013 
where a total of 7,424 people were persecuted. 5 

In December 2013 China’s parliament formally adopted a resolution abolishing the country’s 
controversial labour camp system which was used against house church Christians (among 
others). According to Human Rights Watch, the nation had 260 labour camps with 160,000 
inmates, as of early 2013. However it is not known how many of these inmates are Christian. 
Additionally, parliament also eased the country's one-child policy according to the official Xinhua 
news agency. Under the new policy concerning the birth control rules, couples will be allowed to 
have two children if either parent is an only child. 

Fears of a crackdown on Christians by the authorities were heightened when in April 2014 the 
massive Sanjiang Church in Wenzhou was demolished on the orders of local officials. The church 
was originally a government-approved project under the official ‘Three-Self Patriotic Movement,’ a 
state-sanctioned Protestant church and inSeptember 2012 it was lauded by the local government 
as a model engineering project. But the official rhetoric has since changed entirely. Jin Leibo, a 
spokesperson from the propaganda department of Yongjia County, stated that the church was 
destroyed as it was ‘illegal’. The building area should be within 1,881 square meters, but they built 
7,928 square meters illegally,’ Jin said. The church was asked to ‘self-rectify’ by 22 nd April, but 
workers only managed to tear down 500 square meters by deadline, according to officials. By the 
evening of Monday, 28 th April the church had been flattened by bulldozers. Five local government 
officials are currently under investigation in relation to the illegal construction of the church, 
according to Jin. 6 

In May 2014, AsiaNews published a total of 64 photos, withnames and dates, of demolished 
churches (and/or the removal of crosses) in Zhejiang, which had been posted on the internet since 
the beginning of the year. The article states that ‘there are signs that in late May, the authorities will 
start to outlaw house churches used by Christians who do not want to join state bodies. Some 
sources suggest that the government will start with 85 churches.’ 7 

Orthodox 

Although they have been in China since the ninth century and number several thousand faithful, 
the Chinese Orthodox Church is still not recognised by the government as an ‘official religion’. The 
Orthodox community - numbering some 15,000 faithful - is very much concentrated in Harbin, with 
communities also in Beijing and Shanghai, but it suffers from a lack of local priests and is unable to 
organise regular religious services, with the exception of those in the chapel within the Russian 
Embassy in Beijing. 


5 Christian Post online, 14 th February 2014 (www.christianpost.com) 

6 http://edition.cnn. com/2014/05/01/world/asia/china-church-demolished/ 

7 AsiaNews, 21 st May 2014 (http://www.asianews.it) 



Buddhists 


In general, the Buddhists do not suffer particular violations of their religious freedom. On the 
contrary, among some of the communist leaders there are those who would like to emphasise 
Buddhism and Confucianism as ‘religions with Chinese characteristics’ in order to restore values to 
society and check corruption. 

Tibet is a place of particularly severe religious persecution and Tibetan Buddhists are the primary 
victims. The Chinese colonisation and militarisation of Tibet is leading to the marginalisation of the 
Tibetan population - who are by now a minority - and indeed to such an extent that some would 
describe it as cultural and religious genocide. It is forbidden to teach the Tibetan language. In the 
past, Beijing had established a dialogue with the Tibetan government in exile, but relations have 
since completely frozen over. Beijing will not even allow the Dalai Lama, the supreme authority of 
Tibetan Buddhism, to return to Tibet, even though he has publicly renounced any political role and 
wishes to exercise only a spiritual role. The campaigns of denigration against the Dalai Lama are 
continuous, as are the arrests and acts of violence against anyone calling for his return. This 
situation has sparked a series of self immolation protests, usually by Buddhist monks, which 
increased markedly from 2009 onwards. To date, there have been 124 such incidents. The 
Chinese government has imposed laws against this and other forms of protest, to the extent of 
banning such acts of self immolation ‘on pain of a sentence of five years imprisonment’. Beijing 
moreover accuses the spiritual leader of Tibetan Buddhism of ‘fomenting’ such acts of suicide, 
even though, for his part, the Dalai Lama has on numerous occasions called on his followers to 
‘safeguard life above everything else’. 

On 16 th August 2012, Chinese security forces killed one Tibetan and arrested six others in an 
attempt to break up a demonstration by 1,000 people against the resumption of work extracting ore 
from a mine in Markham County. The local Tibetan people accused the company of disregarding 
the sacred nature of the locality and ignoring the ecological impact of the mining works. 

On 8 th February 2013, the People’s Court in Oinghai sentenced a Tibetan man to 13 years 
imprisonment for having ‘incited’ a Buddhist monk to set himself on fire. This man, identified only 
as Phagpa, was found guilty of ‘voluntary homicide’, even though the monk in question did not 
carry out the self-immolation. 

Lobsang Namgyal, a Tibetan poet aged 26, disappeared on 15 th May 2012. 16 months later, in 
September 2013, his family learnt that he was in prison 8 for having distributed speeches of the 
Dalai Lama - which are prohibited throughout China - and other ‘political declarations’ in favour of 
Tibetan independence. His family do not have permission to visit him. 

Muslims 

Apart from an official Islam, which is present in various regions of China, there is a form of Islam in 
Xinjiang that is linked to the Uighur people, a Turkic people who nurture separatist hopes and are 
susceptible to fundamentalist Islamic influences, given their proximity to Afghanistan, Pakistan and 
the Central Asian republics. 

Beijing has sent hundreds of thousands of ethnic Han Chinese into the region in order to make 
them the dominant ethnic group. Protected by the central government, the Han Chinese are now in 
dominant positions in almost every field. In the attempt to subjugate the Uighur people, the 
government is imposing severe restrictions on religious freedom, on Muslim religious worship and 
on the teaching of the local Uighur language and culture. 


www.asianews. it/news-en/Missing-for-16-months,-Tibetan-poet-reappears-in-prison-29115.html 



On 26 th March 2013 the courts in Kashgar and in Bayingol sentenced 20 Uighurs to long prison 
sentences (up to and including life imprisonment) on charges of having been ‘poisoned by religious 
extremism’. 

On 23 rd and 24 th April 2013 there was a clash in Selibuya, near Kashgar (Xinjiang), between Uighur 
civilians and Han Chinese police which left at least 21 people dead - 15 of them Han Chinese and 
six suspected Uighur terrorists. 

On 20 th August 2013 a group of police from the anti-terrorism squad in the prefecture of Kashgar 
surrounded ‘at least 28 Uighurs’ close to the town of Yilkiqi. According to the authorities, they were 
engaged in ‘illegal religious activities and terrorist exercises’. After challenging the men, they 
opened fire. In the shooting, 15 Uighurs were reported to have been killed and also one ethnic Han 
policeman. 9 

Sects 

In mid-December 2012, Chinese police arrested almost 1,000 people, all belonging to the sect of 
‘Almighty God’ (also known as ‘Eastern Lightning’), who are classified as an ‘evil sect’ because 
they propagate apocalyptic notions of the end of the world, and above all because they prophesy 
the end of Chinese communism and invite their followers to cut the throat of the ‘Red Dragon’. At 
least 350 members of this sect were arrested in Guizhou, while another 400 were arrested in 
Oinghai, as well as smaller groups in other parts of the country. 

Conclusions 

Religious freedom in China is deteriorating. While in general control is exercised according to the 
regulations officially stipulated by the state, it is evident that greater control is being exerted on 
Catholics, including even the members and communities of the official, state-controlled church. 
With regard to the Protestants, efforts have increased to break up the unofficial communities. The 
violent repression against the Tibetan Buddhist communities continues, as also against the Uighur 
Muslims and evangelical sects. 

The promises by the new government of Xi Jinping to eliminate the laojiao (and hence the 
imprisonment of believers without any trial) have not yet been fulfilled in practice. This is the case 
despite new regulations formally passing into law. Equally, the promises to review the status of the 
Jews and the Orthodox Christians, by including them among the state recognised religions, have 
not yet been fulfilled. 

HongKong 

The period 2012 to 2014 was important for Catholics and for other Christians in Hong Kong, 
obliged as they were to contend with the interference of the Communist People’s Republic in the 
social, educational and political affairs of the territory. 

In 1997 the territory of Hong Kong was returned to mainland China, while at the same time being 
guaranteed ‘a certain degree of autonomy’ according to the formula ‘one nation, two systems’. In 
practice, however, China continues to exert influence over the life of the territory and to block all 
political development towards democracy, despite the fact that this was envisaged under the 
accords between London and Beijing at the time when Hong Kong was returned to the mother 
country. 


www.asianews.it/news-en/Xinjiang,-more-violence:-15-Uyghurs-killed-by-police-for-terrorism-28834.html 



‘Patriotic’ education 


The most glaring interference has been in the educational changes introduced by the government 
as early as 2002. These seek to transfer control of the so-called ‘sponsoring bodies’ - the 
educational institutions, such as the religious institutes, monastic communities, dioceses, lay 
Catholic associations - to a so-called ‘management committee’. This is made up of representatives 
of parents, students and staff - and including also a representative of ‘civil society’ chosen by the 
government. According to the leaders of the Christian communities (Catholics, Anglicans and 
Methodists), this action undermines - to the point of destroying it - their underlying educational 
ethos, by placing the new committees over the sponsoring bodies. For many years there was 
resistance; the Catholic Diocese of Hong Kong even took the government to court, accusing it of 
acting contrary to the constitution - or Basic Law - of Hong Kong. In the end, the Chinese 
authorities were victorious on all counts, and since 2012 all the schools in Hong Kong have been 
obliged to conform to the new system of organisation. 10 

In protest against the decision by the court of final appeal, Cardinal Joseph Zen Ze-kiun, the 
emeritus Bishop of Hong Kong, went on a three-day hunger strike, from the 20 th to 22 nd October 
2011. At the same time, a number of government newspapers and television channels engaged in 
a defamation campaign against him, accusing him of having accepted donations (equivalent to 
around 2 million Euros) from the Catholic magnate, Jimmy Lai, and implying that he was using 
them for his own interests and to support the Democratic party of Hong Kong, the political 
opposition (which is opposed to Beijing). 11 In a public press conference, the Cardinal pointed out 
that he had used the money for the Church in China, both ‘Official’ and ‘Underground’, for the 
translation of theological texts into Chinese, and for bursaries for young Chinese students 
abroad. 12 

The year 2012 saw another trial of strength - again relating to the educational ‘reforms’ imposed 
by the government - in this case the compulsory introduction of several hours weekly of ‘national 
(or ‘patriotic’) education’. Under this provision, schools are required to teach about the great 
achievements of Chinese history - which are to be attributed to the Communist Party in Beijing. 
Great space must also be given to the economic development of the ‘mother country’, while at the 
same time it is forbidden to touch on such subjects as human rights, the Tiananmen Square 
massacre, religious freedom, or the controversial and violent history of the Chinese Communist 
Party.The Catholics, led above all by Cardinal Zen, immediately condemned the scheme as an 
attempt at brainwashing. According to surveys within Hong Kong, at least 74 percent of students 
were opposed to the introduction of this course. 

In September 2012, at the time when the government was trying to introduce its scheme of 
‘patriotic education’ on a three-year trial basis, 200 students went on a hunger strike 13 and there 
were also demonstrations by around 120,000 people calling for the scrapping of the scheme 14 . In 
the end the government decided to withdraw it, at least for the moment 15 . 

Democracy 

Another area where there has been fierce confrontation between Catholics and the government in 
Hong Kong (and Beijing) is the issue of democracy. The agreement between Britain and China, 
when Hong Kong was returned to mainland China, proposed the introduction of universal suffrage 
for the government and Parliament from 2008 onwards. However, this has not happened. Beijing 
has instead decided that there will be no discussion of universal suffrage until 2017 onwards. The 
insecurity about the future of democracy in the territory has pushed hundreds of thousands of 


10 AsiaNews.it, 14/10/2011. For ail the stages of this saga, see AsiaNews.it, 25/10/2011. 

11 AsiaNews.it, 19/10/2011. 

12 AsiaNews.it, 20/10/2011. 

13 AsiaNews.it, 1/9/2012. 

14 AsiaNews.it, 8/9/2012. 

15 AsiaNews.it, 9/10/2012. 



people to demonstrate every year, on the eve of 3 rd June (in memory of the Tiananmen Square 
massacre) and on 1 st July (the anniversary of the return of Hong Kong to China). During 2013 
groups of young people kept up their protests for months, with a sit-in protest in the central zone of 
the city, under the slogan ‘Occupy Central’. 

The government has even resorted to the threat of removing the protesters by force. Meanwhile, 
the Catholic Diocese of Hong Kong has defended its calls to speed up consultations on 
democracy, while at the same time warning against excessive delays, which it said were liable to 
provoke understandable gestures of civil disobedience. The diocese has also published a 
document, defending democracy as an important aspect of the social doctrine of the Catholic 
Church. 16 A string of media articles, above all from sources close to Beijing, have sought to pass 
off the statement by the diocese as a ‘one-man intervention’ by Cardinal Zen - who is known for 
his hostility to the Chinese government - and to contrast his position with the more ‘open’ position 
of his successor, Cardinal John Tong, the Bishop of Hong Kong. The diocese responded with 
another document stating that the Church in Hong Kong was ‘united in calling for universal 
suffrage’ and that it was ‘useless to seek to divide it’. 17 


16 AsiaNews.it, 25/7/2013. 

17 AsiaNews.it, 26/7/2013. 



